Most research in adult neuropsychology is concerned with attributing cognitive functions to particular regions of the cerebral neocortex. Few, however, consider the more fundamental question of how this structural and functional specialization develops within the neocortex. Part of the reason for the neglect of this question is the assumption that the regional functional specification of neocortex is a maturational process under tight genetic control. Closer inspection of the available evidence from developmental neurobiology, however, suggests that, at least for higher cognitive functions in humans, this assumption is incorrect (see Johnson, 1997, for review). Thus, there is a need to understand the mechanisms underlying cortical specialization during pre-and postnatal life in human infants and children. Explaining this process is not only important for basic science but offers the opportunity of fresh perspectives on developmental disorders and educational strategies.
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During the last quarter of the century, there has been an increasing effort to relate postnatal brain development in human infants and children to changes in cognitive and perceptual capacities. However, much of the work has been based on a general maturational framework, in which it is assumed that as particular cortical regions mature they allow or enable new cognitive functions. A related assumption has been that there is a progression of maturation from posterior to anterior regions, with the visual cortex being functional from shortly after birth and the frontal lobes being the last parts of cortex to become functional. This posterior to anterior assumption is largely based on evidence from neuroanatomical studies (see Johnson, 1997 , for review), but it is assumed to have direct functional consequences.
The general maturational framework underlies many of our current models
